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ABSTRACT – This article approaches the two novels Justine (1791) and Juliette 
(1797), written by Donatien-Alphonse-François (Marquis) de Sade, in a twofold 
manner. On the one hand, it regards them as a vehicle for philosophical reflection; 
on the other, it investigates the murder of the character Justine, necessitated 
by the role Justine comes to serve for the plot, as a moment documenting the 
breakdown of libertine Sadist philosophy. Her death can be translated as a sign 
and symptom of a problematic marriage between narrative and philosophy. 
Justine can be regarded as a disruptive protagonist who overturns the Sadist 
philosophical aspects of the texts, and is thus the protagonist on whom the 
narratives are founded and structured. Criticizing Maurice Blanchot’s attempt at 
thinking de Sade as a philosopher of libertinism, thereby overlooking the function 
of the role of Justine, this article proposes a reading of de Sade’s ‘murder’ of 
Justine that follows George Bataille’s notion that de Sade’s language is a ‘victim-
language’ and it investigates this ‘language’ from the point of view of Gilles 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s hermeneutics. 
INTRODUCTION
There are two accounts of Justine’s death in Marquis de Sade’s (1740-1814) 
corpus. One published in 1791 with the title Justine, ou les Malheurs de la 
Vertu (Justine, or the Misfortunes of Virtue),1  and one published in 1797 as La 
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Nouvelle Justine, ou les Malheurs de la Vertu, suivie de l’Histoire de Juliette (The 
New Justine, or the Misfortunes of Virtue, with the story of Juliette).2 Justine 
(1791) and Juliette (1797) share character assemblage and ending, as well as 
plot and narrative, and should be considered to interlace as different timelines 
of the same narrative universe. In the 1791 version, Justine tells the story of her 
life to two interested strangers, Monsieur de Corville and Madame de Lorsange. 
The final scenes reveal that one of the listeners, Madame de Lorsange, is in fact 
Justine’s long-lost sister Juliette. Shortly after this revelation, Justine is struck by 
lightning and killed in front of a traumatized Juliette, who then resolves to follow 
Justine’s virtuous path and “takes a Carmelite’s veil.”3  
The 1797 account consists of two parts: the first part contains an adapted version 
of the story of Justine from 1791, and the second part expands the overall 
narrative by reinventing the character of Juliette as a libertine who is holding 
Justine captive and making Justine the audience for a recounting of her own life 
story. De Sade thus creates a diptych in which the two sisters’ telling of their life 
stories are put into dialogue with each other. The conclusion to the narrative, 
however, remains the same in 1791 and 1797. After Juliette has recounted her 
libertine escapades, the naked Justine is chased out the door, and killed by a bolt 
of lightning.
That the stories of Justine and Juliette are put into dialogue with each other in 
1797 does not mean, however, that the two characters are similar in function. If 
we afford Justine and Juliette the same function within the narrative, we would 
have to see them as different models of behaviour, one of which, Juliette, meets 
the author’s approval and survives. Indeed, this is how the lightning strike is 
explained by the libertines in the 1797 edition: “‘She is dead!’ cry the villains, 
clapping their hands and hastening to where Justine lies upon the ground. ‘Come 
quickly, Madam [directed at Juliette], come contemplate heaven’s handiwork, 
come see how the powers above reward piety and goodness.’”4 This view of 
things, however, assumes the power behind the lightning to have a conscious 
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1 Donatien-Alphonse-François 
de Sade, “Justine,” in Justine, 
Philosophy in the Bedroom, & 
Other Writings, trans. Austryn 
Wainhouse (New York: Grove 
Press, 1990), 447-744.
2 Donatien-Alphonse-François 
de Sade, Juliette, trans. Austryn 
Wainhouse (New York: Grove 
Press, 1968). There are three 
different versions of Justine, the 
earliest dated 1787 was never 
printed, the second Justine from 
1791 is the one I am using, the 
third version published in 1797 
rewrites the story of Justine 
and appends and reinvents 
the character of Juliette who 
has now become a libertine 
with her own story (cf. Austryn 
Wainhouse, “Foreword,” in 
Juliette (New York: Grove Press, 
1968), vii-x; “Bibliography,” in 
Juliette (New York: Grove Press, 
1968), 1197-1205.
3 De Sade, Justine, 743. Cf. Ibid. 
741-743.
4 De Sade, Juliette, 1190. This 
divine ‘handiwork’ is also 
implied in the 1791-version in its 
subtitle “virtue well chastised,” 
implying that Justine’s death, 
in the end, was a deserved and 
just one.
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desire to kill Justine. Thus, the ‘nature’ in de Sade’s fictional world is perceived by 
his libertine characters as having agency, which is problematic in light of de Sade’s 
own atheism.5 Since the lightning can have no conscious desire to kill Justine, as 
the atheist world view holds, we should rather conclude that de Sade intends her 
death to be an accident, even if it takes place within such a loaded and ostensibly 
divine setting.
As I will outline below, both novels are, for their narrative progression, 
dependent on the resistance the character of Justine offers. Justine’s refusal to 
follow the libertine philosophy creates a tension in the narrative that permits a 
deconstruction of libertine philosophy. This means that although the libertine 
characters are protagonists on the level of plot – they decide what happens 
next – Justine steers the narrative and could be said to act as a protagonist on a 
structural level.
For the author, killing Justine becomes necessary because of her entanglement 
with the story on the structural level; de Sade must kill Justine in order to bring 
the narrative to an end. Hence, I argue that de Sade, through the inclusion of a 
victim for his practitioners of libertine philosophy, constructs a plane of meaning 
on which his narrative becomes autocritical: it achieves a deconstruction of 
the ‘Sadist’ discourse as promoted by his own libertine heroes. This argument 
depends on a reading of the death scene of Justine in which the lightning strike 
that kills her can be translated in a twofold manner. Firstly, the lightning strike is 
understood as meaningless and accidental in the fictional universe of the plot; 
this approach is founded in de Sade’s own materialistic and atheistic worldview. 
Secondly, I argue that this accident is staged by the author as a betrayal of the 
role he has given Justine: this means that a criticism of the libertine ideology is 
introduced through the character of Justine. Both the 1791 Justine and the 1797 
Juliette are structured in such a way that it is Justine, the victim, who marks the 
ultimate borders of the texts. The most tangible way in which this happens is 
that Justine’s death concludes both texts. Justine’s role in the text is such that it 
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5 I might be overestimating de 
Sade’s own position, but see 
for example Dialogue between 
a Priest and a Dying Man, 
written in 1782, or the section 
on religion in the pamphlet “Yet 
another effort, Frenchmen, if 
you would become republicans”, 
attributed to the character Le 
Chevalier in Philosophy in the 
Bedroom (1795), for accounts 
of nature and god as viewed 
by the libertine, that elevates 
the scientistic understanding 
of nature at the expense of 
supernatural explanations. If we 
take these texts seriously and 
see them as part of the same 
universe as the stories of Justine 
and Juliette, we would have to 
admit that the idea of allowing 
nature to take her course, as 
regards the fate of Justine, is 
uttered against the background 
of a wholly materialistic 
understanding of the world. 
A realization that, I will argue 
below, opens up a radically 
different understanding of the 
character of Justine. Donatien-
Alphonse-François de Sade, 
“Dialogue between a Priest 
and a Dying Man,” in Justine, 
Philosophy in the Bedroom, & 
Other Writings (New York: Grove 
Press, 1990), 161-177; and 
“Philosophy in the Bedroom,” in 
Ibid. 177-371. For the pamphlet 
see ibid. 295-339.
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cannot happen without her: in order to bring the narrative to a halt, de Sade is 
forced to murder Justine. De Sade is thus ‘culpable’ for Justine’s death, but this 
article assumes it is a murder that serves the plot in an ironic fashion rather than 
constituting a blanket license on the philosophical outlook of the libertine. The 
murder of Justine finalizes the narrative, but by doing so de Sade simultaneously 
affirms her position as a character without which the narrative cannot happen. 
If we are to read de Sade’s novels as literary rather than philosophical discourses 
– which we have to do, as long as they rely on narrative techniques to develop 
their philosophical elements – we must consider Justine as the character who 
turns the philosophical message on its head and functions as the measuring stick 
against which the Sadean narrative must be judged.
In order to achieve this reading this article adopts Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari’s hermeneutics, in particular their notions of the ‘assemblage’ and 
the ‘abstract machine’ as developed in A Thousand Plateaus (1980).6 These 
notions will allow a view of the literary text (the assemblage) in which meaning 
is seen as developed from functions working alongside each other within the 
text. Furthermore, the argumentation relies on Georges Bataille’s idea of 
‘transgression’ and his observation that de Sade’s language, in its attention to 
detail when describing violence, should be identified as a language invested in 
the experience of the victim instead of the libertine perpetrator. Secondly, I will 
criticize Maurice Blanchot’s neglect of the function Justine’s character is assigned 
in opposition to the libertine, which leads Blanchot to conclude that the meaning 
of the Sadean narrative is located in the libertine discourse. Lastly, I will make use 
of John L. Austin’s notion of the ‘speech act’ in order to properly situate what 
type of agency can be ascribed to Justine.
THE SADISTIC ASSEMBLAGE: DELEUZE AND GUATTARI 
Only through establishing the manner in which Justine is constituted in the text is 
it possible to make a judgement on what she is actually doing in and to the text. In 
6 Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 
(London: Continuum, 2008).
journal of the lucas graduate conference | 99
josteIn hølland
order to do this, I adopt Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s hermeneutics, which 
operates from a structuralist point of view and is aimed towards describing the 
text as a product of different forces and functions acting both upon and within it.
In Anti-Oedipus (1972) and A Thousand Plateaus (1980), Deleuze and Guattari 
raise the question: how do we think about the philosophical context of ‘meaning’ 
without making the intentional fallacy of assuming that it is somehow contained 
in and foregrounded by the object that is being studied as meaningful?7 While 
Deleuze talks about ‘identity’ rather than ‘meaning’, or more specifically, ‘identity’ 
within its process of ‘becoming’, this article assumes that from a hermeneutic 
point of view, coming to terms with the identity of something is coming to terms 
with its meaning. The object of analysis can only be seen as a meaningful object 
insofar as it is discernibly individuated. This individuation rests on the object’s 
differentiation from other objects, but this difference should not be regarded as 
a stable phenomenon. Rather, following Deleuze, the individuation takes place in 
an ‘eternal return’ of difference, in which the perceiver of the object notices those 
differences that are strongest. This process is not determined by the object, but 
by the one perceiving the object and is therefore subject to the political, social 
and scientific context of the perceiver – which allows for objects to be perceived 
differently by different perceivers.8 
However, it is insufficient to simply enumerate the distinguishing differences one 
claims to have found in a work of literature; something needs to be said about 
how these differences are produced. In order to preserve the work’s ‘givenness’ 
(its existence for multiple readers) while at the same time relativizing its intrinsic 
meaning, Deleuze and Guattari approach the work as a product of functions, 
more precisely, an assemblage put together by abstract machines. Finding these 
abstract machines means looking at the structure of the work, what kind of units 
the work consists of and what relationships are drawn between these units, 
before analysing the work as a meaningful object. Whereas the notion of the 
assemblage (a concept that describes any form of discursive unit) answers to the 
7 Deleuze lays out the ontology 
of his approach in the book 
Difference and Repetition 
(1968). Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari, Anti-Oedipus (London: 
Continuum, 2008); Deleuze and 
Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 
(London: Continuum, 2008); and 
Gilles Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition (London: Continuum, 
2009).
8 Deleuze, Difference and 
Repetition, 48-52.
100 | journal of the lucas graduate conference
accIdents WIll happen
work as a meaningful and contained given, it is the abstract machines that work 
inside the assemblage to produce its discernibility and meaning(s). 
On the issue of Justine’s death, the abstract machines can be said to allow a shift 
of focus. In de Sade’s novels, a battle goes on between Justine and the libertines 
for control over the Sadean assemblage, enabling the shift of focus. This battle is 
not happening on the ‘conscious’ or explicit level of the plot, but is instigated by 
the different functions the characters are inscribed with. 
How is this shift of focus and deconstruction of hegemonic meaning – that of 
the libertine philosophy – possible? Deleuze and Guattari conceive of the novel 
as a site in which what is being formulated is always pregnant with its own 
deconstruction and transformation. In de Sade, this deconstruction happens 
at the moment when his text becomes autocritical: when it shifts from a 
philosophical tale driven by the libertine plot towards a narrative centred on 
Justine’s refusal to accept the libertine’s attempt at territorializing and controlling 
the plot. According to Deleuze and Guattari:
[T]he territorial assemblage [the discourse] […] territorializes functions and 
forces (sexuality, aggressiveness, gregariousness, etc.), and in the process of 
territorializing them, transforms them. But these territorialized functions and 
forces can suddenly take on an autonomy that makes them swing over into other 
assemblages, compose other deterritorialized assemblages. 
It is the abstract machines that produce the differences that individuate and 
transform the meaning of the assemblage. These machines allow the territorial 
assemblage to open onto something else: they constitute ‘becomings’ rather 
than static meanings and have the potential to create sites on which the 
deconstruction of the territorialized assemblage can take place.10
Following Deleuze and Guattari, the assemblage – the novel or the Sadean text 
[T]he territorial assemblage [the discourse] […] territorializes 
functions and forces (sexuality, aggressiveness, gregariousness, 
etc.), and in the process of territorializing them, transforms them. 
But these territorialized functions and forces can suddenly take on 
an autonomy that makes them swing over into other assemblages, 
compose other deterritorialized assemblages.9 
9 Deleuze and Guattari, A 
Thousand Plateaus, 358-359.
10 Ibid. 562. It is worth noting 
that ´abstract machines´ can 
have both territorializing and 
deterritorializing functions 
inside the assemblage; see also 
ibid. 244-246 and 565-566.
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– is a product of the abstract machines working inside it. Thus, when reading 
is conceived as the deduction of meaning, and the deduction of meaning is 
explained as identifying individuating differences, what is produced, in the end, 
is accidental, reliant on specific encounters, and informed by specific contexts. 
Taking this into consideration, it is no longer interesting to deduce the meaning 
of the lightning strike itself. Rather, it becomes crucial to ask what level of the 
text has become deterritorialized – or made unstable meaning-wise – in order 
for the lightning to appear? 
The lightning that kills Justine appears out of the rupture created in the Sadean 
assemblage by Justine’s function. Justine’s death, an accidental encounter 
between different forces inside the text, becomes meaningful on two different 
levels: firstly as an event arriving out of the interaction between the abstract 
machine that is Justine and the Sadean territorial assemblage, secondly it 
becomes meaningful as an ‘accidental encounter’. The accident that kills Justine 
is significant as an accident in and of itself, in that there is nothing in the lightning 
strike that produces or incorporates meaning – the lightning strike does not work 
as an abstract machine on the narrative in the way that Justine does. It is an 
empty device that brings the narrative to a halt.
TWO LINES OF TRANSGRESSION
In contrast to the developing argument, which sees de Sade as a transgressive 
author who deterritorializes libertine philosophy through his character 
Justine, Maurice Blanchot attempts to align de Sade with his sadist libertine 
characters, and suggests that the story Juliette offers us is the author’s 
‘intended’ philosophical project. In order to come to terms with the difference 
between libertine philosophy and de Sade’s own position vis-a-vis the novels, 
it is important to differentiate between the Deleuzoguattarian structuralist 
hermeneutics, a structural schematic of how a text operates, and the text’s 
content and themes, for which I will employ Georges Bataille’s ideas on 
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transgression. ‘Transgression’ is generally regarded as a concept that denotes 
a transgression or deconstruction of a singular hegemonic structure. Here, the 
notion of transgression is primarily a philosophical and theoretical concept 
that is useful in order to distinguish between the material matter-of-factness 
of action or speech and the ideological (ethical, political, economic) spheres 
within which action and speech take place. Transgression can happen – even 
in language, which is already an instrument saturated by ideology – because 
there is always a separation between the material reality of the performance 
of an action, and the ideological structure that surrounds this performance. For 
example, ridiculing the language of power by repeating it with so-called ‘ironic 
distance’ is a practice that has the potential to be transgressive.11 
In de Sade’s novels Justine and Juliette, there are at least two different levels 
on which transgression takes place. There is the prima facie ‘transgression 
of norms and customs’ in the nature of the practices that are described. This 
plane of transgression caused de Sade discomfort by making him subject to 
close scrutiny by the French state apparatus in his own time. Secondly, there 
is the more subtle ‘transgression of power/hegemony’ that manifests itself in, 
according to Bataille, the descriptive language peculiar to de Sade. 
Bataille suggests that discourses that try to promote a certain power or hegemonic 
structure tend to use euphemistic re-inscriptions when they describe the violence 
power must perform in order to assert itself (such as ‘enhanced interrogation 
techniques’, for example).12 In contradistinction to this, de Sade’s language, 
according to Bataille, is ‘honest’ in how it describes violence: it is a witness protocol 
of the injustices inflicted on their victims by the libertines. For Bataille, and this 
article follows his angle, this suggests that de Sade’s interest lies not in developing 
a master-discourse of libertinage, but rather opens the text up to include the 
perspective of the victim of the libertine – Justine. Re-inscribing the character 
of Justine within the philosophy of transgression opens up a different plane of 
meaning altogether. On this plane, the author de Sade has transgressed upon his 
11 Bataillean transgression is 
primarily concerned with the 
political situation of reason 
in that it aims to function as 
a methodological principle 
with the help of which ‘truth’ 
may be scrutinized for the 
political situation it tries to 
make imperceptible. See 
particularly how the ´madman´ 
of Bataille’s short essay “The 
Obelisk” transgresses the ‘calm 
grandeur’ of the obelisk on 
Place de la Concorde by pointing 
out its function as an object 
placed there in order to make 
people forget the guillotine that 
occupied its place during the 
revolution. Georges Bataille, 
“The Obelisk,” in Visions of 
Excess. Selected Writings, 1927-
1939 (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2008), 
220-221.
12 Cf. Georges Bataille, Eroticism 
(London: Marion Boyars, 2006), 
187 and 190.
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libertine characters through his insertion of their philosophy into narrative – a 
situation their philosophy cannot survive.
When it comes to labelling de Sade as a transgressive author, these two lines of 
transgression – the transgression of norms and customs on the one hand and 
the transgression of the hegemonic discourse on the other – conflict with each 
other. If we focus on de Sade as a sexual and political libertarian, who writes 
about sadistic sexual practices and rejects traditional religious taboos, we must 
understand his authorial voice to be the same as the voice of the libertines who 
take centre stage in his novels Justine and Juliette. If we, on the other hand, regard 
de Sade as a critic of hegemonic power, the libertines who are the empowered 
agents have been made completely powerless on the literal and descriptive level. 
In order to read de Sade as a critic of power it is necessary to break the bond 
between de Sade and the libertine, and instead create a bond between de Sade 
and the victim of the libertine.
Deleuze points out that in the Sadean world violence and reason are practised 
in a coextensive and interchangeable fashion.13 Deleuze’s point is that libertine 
practice is based on a confounding of demonstrative language with violent 
physical gestures.14 The Sadean libertine aligns violence and reason in order to 
secure or territorialize his position, and the libertine experiences violence as an 
intellectual phenomenon that carries meaning beyond its simple employment. In 
order to achieve this intellectualization of violence, the libertine must redefine 
the effects associated with it. Pain and bodily injury are still present, but libertine 
philosophy intercedes that these effects are meaningful beyond their ability to 
incapacitate those who are made to experience them. The counterfeiter Roland, 
having tied a noose around Justine’s neck and raped her, offers an example of this 
project in practice. Justine recounts:
“Well, Thérèse,” [Thérèse is the name Justine takes for herself when in contact 
with libertines] says my butcher, “I dare swear if you’ll tell the truth you’ll say you 
13 Cf. Gilles Deleuze, “Coldness 
and Cruelty,” 18-19, in Gilles 
Deleuze & Leopold von Sacher-
Masoch, Masochism (New York: 
Zone Books, 2006), 9-139. In 
this text Deleuze attempts to 
insert the two writers, de Sade 
and von Sacher-Masoch, into 
a philosophical context. My 
conclusion, which elevates de 
Sade as a writer of narrative 
rather than of philosophy 
is therefore in conflict with 
Deleuze’s own assessment of 
de Sade. Deleuze’s observations 
about the content of de Sade’s 
narrative I nonetheless agree 
with, it is Deleuze’s reading of 
the structure of the Sadean 
narrative that I disagree with. 
The fact that I use Deleuze’s 
own hermeneutics to disagree 
with his reading of de Sade is 
accidental.
14 Ibid. 18.
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“Well, Thérèse,” [Thérèse is the name Justine takes for herself 
when in contact with libertines] says my butcher, “I dare swear if 
you’ll tell the truth you’ll say you felt pleasure only?”
felt pleasure only?”
“Only horror, Monsieur, only disgust, only anguish and despair.”
“You are lying, I am fully acquainted with the effects you have just experienced, 
but what does it matter what they were? I fancy you already know me well 
enough to be damned certain that when I undertake something with you, the joy 
you reap from it concerns me infinitely less than my own …” 
Roland unveils two moments of libertine politics here. Firstly, in a legislative 
gesture, he appeals to the theory of hegemony that drives libertine discourse 
by insisting on defining pain as pleasurable. Secondly, in a policing move, by 
excluding Justine from potentially subversive participation in the discursive 
process of libertinage (“the joy you reap from it concerns me infinitely less 
than my own”), he posits that the act of violence itself is performed in a priori 
reliance on the philosophical definition, the territorializing gesture, given to it 
by the libertine. 
Deleuze points out that libertine reasoning is violent in the sense that it 
employs a demonstrative language whose purpose is not to convince but to 
affirm “the solitude and omnipotence of its author.”16 Reason can however only 
be employed in this manner because the libertine has lifted violence out of this 
material context of pain and destruction and, in redefining it as pleasurable, 
has theorized it as the primary moment of a philosophical discourse. The 
policing effort that Roland displays when he discredits Justine’s experience of 
violence as inconsequential compared to his own theoretical understanding of 
the situation, marks the moment where libertine philosophy enters the stage 
of practical politics. 
Blanchot adopts an understanding of the roles of Justine and Juliette that 
contrasts with Bataille’s approach to de Sade’s novels. Focusing on the 
transgressive thematics of the novels and seeing the libertine philosophy as an 
attitude situated beyond questions of moral judgement, Blanchot argues that 
“Only horror, Monsieur, only disgust, only anguish and despair.”
“You are lying, I am fully acquainted with the effects you have just 
experienced, but what does it matter what they were? I fancy you 
already know me well enough to be damned certain that when I 
undertake something with you, the joy you reap from it concerns 
me infinitely less than my own …”15
15 De Sade, Justine, 676; my 
emphases in italics.
16 Deleuze, “Coldness and 
Cruelty,” 19.
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both Justine and Juliette experience torture, but that Juliette has learned to 
separate these acts from the traditional morals that make them so abhorrent to 
Justine. Blanchot notes that: 
[A]t base both stories of the two sisters [are] identical, […] everything that 
happens to Justine happens to Juliette. […] Juliette is also thrown in prison, beaten 
up, promised torture and tortured endlessly. Hers is also a horrible existence, but 
here is the difference: these evils give her pleasure, these tortures enthral her.  
From this understanding, Blanchot moves on to deduce a Sadist ethos: “if one is 
stripped of one’s virtue, what was previously misfortune becomes an opportunity 
for pleasure, and what was torment becomes voluptuous […] the sovereign man is 
inaccessible to evil because no one can hurt him.”18 However, Blanchot’s reading 
puts too much emphasis on the subjective experience of violence harboured 
by the libertine, as opposed to the structural function violence inhabits in the 
Sadean narrative. 
It is my understanding that it would be inaccurate to explain Justine’s refusal as 
a form of unwillingness to experience, psychologically, the pleasure the libertine 
derives from performing and receiving violence. Precisely by refusing to take 
part in the libertine’s philosophical redefinition of the effects of violence, Justine 
undermines the ideological continuity between the libertine master-narrative and 
the narrative of the books. Justine’s rejection of the rational intellectualization of 
violence promoted by the libertine creates a plane inside the Sadean narrative 
where violence is still painful, and thus constitutes an act of transgression against 
the libertine discourse: it affirms her autonomous judgement in opposition to 
a law-making libertine regime that is trying to reduce her to a predetermined 
function under its hegemony. 
Justine’s transgression is a form of violence but not in any physical sense. Rather, 
it is constituted through language in what John L. Austin calls a performative 
[A]t base both stories of the two sisters [are] identical, […] 
everything that happens to Justine happens to Juliette. […] Juliette 
is also thrown in prison, beaten up, promised torture and tortured 
endlessly. Hers is also a horrible existence, but here is the difference: 
these evils give her pleasure, these tortures enthral her.17
17 Maurice Blanchot, “Sade’s 
Reason,” in Maurice Blanchot, 
Lautréamont and Sade 
(Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2004), 7-43, quoted 19.
18 Blanchot, “Sade’s Reason”, 
19-20.
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‘perlocutionary speech act’. Austin is concerned with mapping out ways in which 
speaking alters social relationships and introduces contractual obligations within 
the social sphere of the speaking agent. The perlocutionary speech act addresses 
speech on the level of what effect one seeks to achieve through the use of speech.19 
By performing her own sovereign judgement rather than accepting the libertine’s 
account of how something should be understood, as the quote above illustrates, 
Justine enacts herself as a speaker on equal standing with the libertine. Justine’s 
refusal to adjust to libertine discourse and discuss her subjection to the libertine 
within an idealized sphere of conversation thus establishes her as an agent acting 
in opposition to the libertine. Her refusal to adjust manifests itself as a physical 
act of opposition to the hegemonic intention of the libertine, this refusal becomes 
the vehicle through which the violent nature of Justine’s role comes to the fore. 
The libertine assumes sovereignty by subjecting Justine to his or her discourse, 
but at the moment when Justine refuses to accept libertinism’s account of things 
and speaks out against it she breaks the intention of the plot. Although this act of 
‘speaking out’ might not really alter her physical subjection to the libertine within 
the Sadean world, her speech does nonetheless act on the level of the narrative in 
a way that undermines the libertine’s position of authority: it is through her spoken 
rejection of the libertine philosophy that Justine is affirmed as a difference and 
as a transgressive agent within the Sadean assemblage. In this sense we can say 
that even if the libertine is not directly influenced by Justine’s speech, her speech 
does alter the way in which we understand the Sadean plot. Justine’s presence 
becomes formative on the narrative in the instances where she refuses to accept 
the libertines’ attempts at controlling the plot. Justine’s function in the narrative 
is to deterritorialize the libertine philosophy. In doing so, she transgresses the 
boundaries of the text at the moment when the libertine attempts to secure them. 
In short my understanding, in contrast to Blanchot’s, is that, firstly, de Sade 
becomes a transgressive author, and secondly, Justine becomes an important 
agent on two separate levels of the text: on the level of narrative and on the 
level of plot. On the level of the narrative, the assemblage, Justine destabilizes 
19 John L. Austin, How to Do 
Things With Words (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1965), 12. 
Austin’s ‘performatives’ are 
of a contractual nature and 
include instances where the 
speaking party initiates a 
particular social situation 
through the use of words alone. 
Austin distinguishes three 
fundamental aspects of speech: 
the locutionary, the illocutionary 
and the perlocutionary. The 
notion of the locutionary 
addresses the fact that 
something is being said in a 
meaningful way, rather than in a 
way that does not make sense. 
The notion of the illocutionary 
relates to what is intended in 
the speech act itself. (Cf. ibid. 
“Lecture II,” 12-25 and 88-89)
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the content of the text that is preferred by the libertine. She enters the story, is 
asked to follow its pace, but continually trips over and creates alternate planes 
of meaning that do not follow the libertine masterplan. On the level of plot she 
becomes the pivotal node on which the narrative is built.
Hence, by taking on the role of the victim in the face of the libertine discourse 
that tries to include her among its faithful subjects, Justine threatens to destroy 
the unity of the Sadean plot as one wherein the libertine is given reign to explore 
and impose his or her understanding of the world. De Sade is forced to kill her 
in order to stop writing and Justine thus becomes the protagonist who sets the 
tempo of the narrative and whose agency has to be overcome for the narrative 
to end. De Sade’s murder of Justine establishes him as an interested agent of 
the plot, a transgressive ‘abstract machine,’ which further destabilizes his role as 
all-knowing author and, in ironic fashion, should be read as an autocritical move 
by the author: a move by which he destabilizes the apparent pornographic and 
philosophical message of his texts. 
CONCLUSION
The Sadean narrative is littered with faceless victims, but Justine represents all 
the libertines’ victims. She is the only victim the libertine attempts to argue and 
reason with, and her refusal to accept the libertine logic therefore becomes a 
political act in the sense that it signifies a will to oppose power on behalf of those 
who are not given the opportunity to do so. 
Through Deleuze and Guattari’s hermeneutics at least three consequences of the 
Sadean text can be drawn on which a further analysis can be constructed. Firstly, 
Justine’s death is accidental on the level of narrative (the lightning strike), but 
murder on the level of the plot (de Sade’s hand). It is neither the libertine that 
kills Justine, nor is it the fictional Sadean ‘Nature’. Rather, it is de Sade himself who 
kills her in order to reach a conclusion. Agency is thus shifted from the discursive 
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power of the libertine to the figure that has resisted this discourse throughout – 
Justine. By killing Justine, de Sade ackowledges that she is the agent that has come 
to control the narrative.
Secondly, the Sadean narrative is marked by a transgression of power rather 
than a transgression on the level of theme. De Sade as a transgressive author 
is not interesting for analysis in view of the fact that he marries philosophy 
with pornography. He is interesting because the care with which he scrutinizes 
and recounts the victimization happening within the narrative destabilizes the 
pornographic and philosophical message a ‘libertine’ reading of his books would 
emphasize. Instead of creating a pornographic language, de Sade creates a language 
of the victim. This Sadean ‘victim-language’ is marked by a transgressive function 
that marginalizes the libertine and foregrounds the character of Justine. Lastly, de 
Sade is himself an abstract machine and a function of the narrative. This means 
that de Sade is an agent inside his own book. He does not kill Justine unprovoked – 
Justine’s insistent opposition to the libertine necessitates her death. 
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